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The Pornography of Death 

“Birth, and copulation, and death. 
That’s all the facts when you come to brass tacks; 
Birth, and copulation, and death.” 

T. S. Eliot. SWEENEY ACONISTES (1932) 

O R N O G R A P H Y  is, no doubt, 
the opposite face, the shadow, of P prudery, whereas obscenity is an aspect 

of seemliness. No society has been recorded 
which has not its rules of seemliness, of words 
or actions which arouse discomfort and em- 
barrassment in some contexts, though they 
are essential in others. The people before 
whom one must maintain a watchful seemli- 
ness vary from society to society: all people 
of the opposite sex, or all juniors, or all 
elders, or one’s parents-in-law, or one’s social 
superiors or inferiors, or one’s grandchildren 
have been selected in different societies as 
groups in whose presence the employment of 
certain words or the performance of certain 
actions would be considered offensive; and 
then these words or actions become charged 
with effect. There is a tendency for these 
words and actions to be related to sex and 
excretion, but this is neither necessary nor 
universal; according to Malinowski, the Tro- 
brianders surround eating with as much 
shame as excretion; and in other societies 
personal names or aspects of ritual come 
under the same taboos. 

Rules of seemliness are apparently uni- 
versal; and the non-observance of these rules, 
or anecdotes which involve the breaking of 
the rules, provoke that peculiar type of 

laughter which seems identical the world 
over; however little one may know about a 
strange society, however little one may know 
about the functions of laughter in that society 
(and these can be very various) one can im- 
mediately tell when people are laughing at 
an obscene joke. The topper.of the joke may 
be “And then he ate the whole meal in front 
of them!” or “She used her husband’s name 
in the presence of his mother!” but the 
laughter is the same; the taboos of seemliness 
have been broken and the result is hilarious. 
Typically, such laughter is confined to one- 
sex groups and is more general with the 
young, just entering into the complexities of 
adult life. 

Obscenity then is a universal, an aspect of 
man and woman living in society; every- 
where and at all times there are words and 
actions which, when misplaced, can produce 
shock, social embarrassment, and laughter. 
Pornography on the other hand, the descrip- 
tion of tabooed activities to produce halluci- 
nation or delusion, seems to be a very much 
rarer phenomenon. It probably can only arise 
in literate societies, and we certainly have no 
records of it for non-literate ones; for whereas 
the enjoyment of obscenity is predominantly 
social, the enjoyment of pornography is pre- 
dominantly private. The fantasies from 
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which pornography derives could of course be 
generated in any society; but it seems doubt- 
ful whether they would ever be communi- 
cated without the intermediary of literacy. 

The one possible exception to this generali- 
sation is the use of the plastic arts without 
any letterpress. I have never felt quite certain 
that the three-dimensional poses plastiques on 
so many Hindu temples (notably the “Black 
Pagoda” at Konarak) have really the high- 
falutin Worship of the Life Force or Glorifi- 
cation of the Creative Aspect of Sex which 
their apologists claim for them; many of 
them seem to me very like “feelthy” pictures, 
despite the skill with which they are executed. 
There are too the erotic woodcuts of Japan; 
but quite a lot of evidence suggests that these 
are thought of as laughter-provoking (i.e. 
obscene) by the Japanese themselves. We 
have no knowledge of the functions of the 
Peruvian pottery. 

As far as my knowledge goes, the only 
Asiatic society which has a long-standing tra- 
dition of pornographic literature is China; 
and, it would appear, social life under the 
Manchus was surrounded by much the same 
haze of prudery as distinguished the 19th 
century in much of Europe and the Americas, 
even though the emphasis fell rather differ- 
ently; women’s deformed feet seem to have 
been the greatest focus of peeking and snig- 
gering, rather than their ankles or the cleft 
between their breasts; but by and large life 
in Manchu China seems to have been nearly 
as full of “unmentionables” as life in Vic- 
toria’s heyday. 

O R N O G R A P H Y  would appear to be a P concomitant of prudery, and usually 
the periods of the greatest production of 
pornography have also been the periods of 
the most rampant prudery. In contrast to 
obscenity, which is chiefly defined by situa- 
tion, prudery is defined by subject; some 
aspect of human experience is treated as in- 
herently shameful or abhorrent, so that it can 
never be discussed or referred to openly, and 
experience of it tends to be clandestine and 
accompanied by feelings of guilt and un- 
worthiness. The unmentionable aspect of ex- 

perience then tends to become a subject for 
much private fantasy, more or less realistic, 
fantasy charged with pleasurable guilt or 
guilty pleasure; and those whose power of 
fantasy is weak, or whose demand is in- 
satiable, constitute a market for the printed 
fantasies of the pornographer. 

Traditionally, and in the lexicographic 
meaning of the term, pornography has been 
concerned with sexuality. For the greater part 
of the last two hundred years copulation and 
(at least in the mid-Victorian decades) birth 
were the “unmentionables” of the triad of 
basic human experiences which “are all the 
facts when you come to brass tacks,” around 
which so much private fantasy and semi- 
clandestine pornography were erected. During 
most of this period death was no mystery, 
except in the sense that death is always a 
mystery. Children were encouraged to think 
about death, their own deaths and the edi- 
fying or cautionary death-beds of others. It 
can have been a rare individual who, in the 
19th century with its high mortality, had not 
witnessed at least one actual dying, as well 
as paying their respect to “beautiful corpses”; 
funerals were the occasion of the greatest 
display for working class, middle class, and 
aristocrat. The cemetery was the centre of 
every old-established village, and they were 
prominent in most towns. I t  was fairly late 
in the 19th century when the execution of 
criminals ceased to be a public holiday as 
well as a public warning. Mr. Fairchild had 
no difficulty in finding a suitably garnished 
gibbet for his moral lesson. 

In the 20th century, however, there seems 
to have been an unremarked shift in prudery; 
whereas copulation has become more and more 
“mentionable,” particularly in the Anglo- 
Saxon societies, death has become more and 
more “unmentionable” as a natural process. 
I cannot recollect a novel or play of the last 
twenty years or so which has a “death-bed 
scene” in it, describing in any detail the death 
“from natural causes” of a major character; 
this topic was a set piece for most of the 
eminent Victorian and Edwardian writers, 
evoking their finest prose and their most 
elaborate technical effects to produce the 
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greatest amount of pathos or edification. 

One of the reasons, I imagine, for this 
plethora of death-bed scenes-apart from 
their intrinsic emotional and religious content 
-was that it was one of the relatively few 
experiences that an author could be fairly sure 
would have been shared by the vast majority 
of his readers. Questioning my old acquain- 
tances, I cannot find one over the age of sixty 
who did not witness the agony of at least one 
near relative; I do not think I know a single 
person under the age of thirty who has had 
a similar experience. Of course my acquain- 
tance is neither very extensive nor particu- 
larly representative; but in this instance I do 
think it is typical of the change of attitude 
and “exposure.” 

H E  natural processes of corruption and T decay have become disgusting, as dis- 
gusting as the natural processes of birth and 
copulation were a century ago; preoccupation 
about such processes is (or was) morbid and 
unhealthy, to be discouraged in all and 
punished in the young. Our great-grand- 
parents were told that babies were found 
under gooseberry bushes or cabbages; our 
children are likely to be told that those who 
have passed on (fie ! on the gross Anglo-Saxon 
monosyllable) are changed into flowers, or 
lie at rest in lovely gardens. The ugly facts 
are relentlessly hidden; the art of the em- 
balmers is an art of complete denial. 

It seems possible to trace a connection be- 
tween the shift of taboos and the shift in 
religious beliefs. In the 19th century most of 
the inhabitants of Protestant countries seem 
to have subscribed to the Pauline beliefs in 
the sinfulness of the body and the certainty 
of the after-life. “So also is the resurrection 
of the dead. It is sown in corruption; it is 
raised in incorruption: it is sown in dis- 
honour; it is raised in glory.” It was possible 
to insist on the corruption of the dead body, 
and the dishonour of its begetting, while 
there was a living belief in the incorruption 
and the glory of the immortal part. But in 
England, a t  any rate, belief in the future life 
as taught in Christian doctrine is very un- 
common today even in the minority who 

make church-going or prayer a consistent part 
of their- lives; and without some such belief 
natural death and physical decomposition 
have become too horrible to contemplate or 
to discuss. It seems symptomatic that the con- 
temporary sect of Christian Science should 
deny the fact of physical death, even to the 
extent (so it is said) of refusing to allow the 
word to be printed in the Christian Science 
Monitor. 

During the last half-century public health 
measures and improved preventive medicine 
have made natural death among the younger 
members of the population much more un- 
common than it had been in earlier periods, 
so that a death in the family, save in the full- 
ness of time, became a relatively uncommon 
incident in home life; and, simultaneously, 
violent death increased in a manner un- 
paralleled in human history. Wars and revo- 
lutions, concentration camps and gang feuds 
were the most publicised of the causes for 
these violent deaths; but the diffusion of the 
automobile, with its constant and unnoticed 
toll of fatal accidents, may well have been 
most influential in bringing the possibility of 
violent death into the expectations of law- 
abiding people in time of peace. While 
natural death became more and more 
smothered in prudery, violent death has 
played an ever-growing part in the fantasies 
offered to mass audiences-detective stories, 
thrillers, Westerns, war stories, spy stories, 
science fiction, and eventually horror comics. 

There seem to be a number of parallels be- 
tween the fantasies which titillate our curi- 
osity about the mystery of sex, and those 
which titillate our curiosity about the mystery 
of death. In both types of fantasy, the 
emotions which are typically concomitant of 
the acts-love or grief-are paid little or no 
attention, while the sensations are enhanced 
as much as a customary poverty of language 
permits. If marital intercourse be considered 
the natural expression of sex for most of 
humanity most of the time, then “natural 
sex” plays as little r81e as “natural death” 
(the ham-fisted attempts of D. H. Lawrence 
and Jules Romains to describe “natural sex” 
realistically but high-mindedlv Drove the 



52 Geoffrey Corer 
rule). Neither type of fantasy can have any 
real development, for once the protagonist 
has done something, he or she must proceed 
to do something else, with or to somebody 
else, more refined, more complicated, or more 
sensational than what had occurred before. 
This somebody else is not a person; it is 
either a set of genitals, with or without 
secondary sexual characteristics, or a body, 
perhaps capable of suffering pain as well as 
death. Since most languages are relatively 
poor in words or constructions to express 
intense pleasure or intense pain, the written 
portions of both types of fantasy abound in 
onomatopa5c conglomerations of letters meant 
to evoke the sighs, gasps, groans, screams, and 
rattles concomitant to the described actions. 
Both types of fantasy rely heavily on adjective 
and simile. Both types of fantasy are com- 
pletely unrealistic, since they ignore all physi- 
cal, social, or legal limitations, and both types 
have complete hallucination of the reader or 
viewer as their object. 

H E R E  seems little question that the T instinct of those censorious busybodies 
preoccupied with other people’s morals was 
correct when they linked the pornography of 
death with the pornography of sex. This, 
however, seems to be the only thing which 
has been correct in their deductions or 
attempted actions. There is no valid evidence 
to suppose that either type of pornography is 
an incitement to action; rather are they sub- 
stitute gratifications. The belief that such 
hallucinatory works would incite their 

readers to copy the actions depicted would 
seem to be indirect homage to the late Oscar 
Wilde, who described such a process in The 
Portrait of Dorian Gray; I know of no 
authenticated parallels in real life, though in- 
vestigators and magistrates with bees in their 
bonnets can usually persuade juvenile delin- 
quents to admit to exposure to whatever 
medium of mass communication they are 
choosing to make a scapegoat. 

Despite some gifted precursors, such as 
Andrta de Nerciat or Edgar Allen Poe, most 
works in both pornographies are aesthetically 
objectionable; but it is questionable whether, 
from the purely resthetic point of view, there 
is much more to be said for the greater part 
of the more anodyne fare provided by con- 
temporary mass media of communication. 
Psychological Utopians tend to condemn sub- 
stitute gratifications as such, at least where 
copulation is involved; they have so far been 
chary in dealing with death. 

Nevertheless, people have to come to terms 
with the basic facts of birth, copulation, and 
death, and somehow accept their implica- 
tions; if social prudery prevents this being 
done in an open and dignified fashion, then 
it will be done surreptitiously. If we dislike 
the modern pornography of death, then we 
must give back to death-natural death-its 
parade and publicity, re-admit grief and 
mourning. If we make death unmentionable 
in polite society-“not before the children”- 
we almost ensure the continuation of the 
“horror comic.” No censorship has ever been 
really effective. 




